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Judeo-Arabic�Studies�in�the�Age�of�Artificial

Intelligence:�Workshop�Summary

On�Thursday, �February��, ��0�6, �we�convened�at�the�Ben�Zvi�Institute�for�a�workshop

devoted�to�exploring�the�possibility�of�developing�a�digital�learning�platform�for��udeo�

�rabic. �The�meeting�brought�together�researchers, �educators, �and�developers, �and

was�intended�primarily�as�an�opportunity�to�survey�the�current�state�of�the�field�and

share�knowledge, �rather�than�to�reach�concrete�decisions. �The�opening�session

presented�the�Ben�Zvi�Institute’s�commitment�to�collaboration�with�the�Society�for�the

Study�of��udeo��rabic�Culture, �and�also�noted�the�interest�expressed�by�the�Zimblista

Center�at�Tel��viv�University�in�the�project. �Subsequently, �Oded�Zinger�outlined�the



background�to�the�initiative, �which�had�already�emerged�several�years�earlier

experience�with�existing�digital�learning�tools, �and�reviewed�barriers�that�hinder

students�from�entering�the�field. 

In�the�first�lecture, �Moshe�Lavi�presented�an�overview�of�existing�digital�infrastructures. 

He�surveyed�text�repositories�), such�as�the�Friedberg�Genizah�Project, �Princeton

collections, �and�the�Midrash�Project�for�Genizah�transcription�, �as�well�as�various�tools

already�under�development�or�in�use: �digital�dictionaries, �transcription�tools�), e. g. , 

eScriptorium�with�models�for��udeo��rabic�, �tools�for�identifying�parallels�and�citations, 

letter�conversion�utilities, �dedicated�keyboards, �and�even�initial�directions�for

developing�language�models. �He�emphasized�in�particular�the�need�for�full�digital

accessibility�of�foundational�materials�dictionaries, �grammars, �texts, �and�scholarship

�so�that�work�with�artificial�intelligence�can�rely�on�a�solid�and�reliable�infrastructure

rather�than�on�random�materials�drawn�from�the�web. �The�idea�was�also�raised�of

indicating�to�users�the�level�of�reliability�of�texts�), e. g. , �scholarly�text, �automatically

generated�text, �automatically�generated�text�that�has�undergone�editing�. 

In�the�second�lecture, ��vi�Varshavsky�presented�MindCET’s�experience�in�developing

digital�learning�tools. �He�described�the�transition�from�classical�learning�systems�

expensive, �linear, �and�rigid�to��I�based�learning�agents�that�enable�open�interaction, 

personalization, �and�a�wide�range�of�tasks. ��longside�these�advantages, �he�pointed�to

certain�challenges: �such�modes�of�learning�do�not�always�produce�deep�mastery, �and

they�require�learners�to�know�how�to�formulate�appropriate�questions�and�to�recognize

gaps�in�their�own�understanding. �Miriam�Goldstein�described�her�teaching�experience

and�emphasized�that�there�is�demand�for�the�study�of��udeo��rabic�beyond�Israel�), for

example, �at�Oxford�and�at��TS�. �She�identified�a�central�difficulty�faced�by�students: 

recognizing�Hebrew�elements�embedded�within��udeo��rabic�texts. �Often�students�do

not�realize�that�a�given�element�is�non��rabic, �and�even�when�they�do, �they�lack�the

tools�to�address�it. 

In�the�open�discussion, �we�sought�to�map�the�central�questions�that�would�guide�the

possible�development�of�a�learning�platform. �One�key�issue�concerned�the�target

audience: �academic�researchers, �scholars�of��ewish�studies�without�a�background�in



�rabic, ��rabic�speakers�without�knowledge�of�Hebrew, �or�additional�audiences. ��

related�conceptual�question�was�whether�the�goal�should�be�to�teach�skills�), reading, 

deciphering�manuscripts, �etc. ��or�rather�to�provide�access�to�content�and�tools�that

would�perform�these�tasks�for�the�user. �We�then�attempted�to�break�down�the�types�of

relevant�skills: �reading�printed�texts, �reading�manuscripts, �familiarity�with�different

genres, �and�the�use�of�digital�tools. �Two�contrasting�approaches�emerged: �on�the�one

hand, �the�need�for�a�clear�focus�in�order�to�avoid�dispersion;�on�the�other, �a�proposal

for�a�multi�layered�model�comprising�different�levels�a�basic�access�layer, �a

processing�and�curation�layer, �a�skills�learning�layer, �and�a�layer�of�research�tools. 

The�discussion�also�raised�a�number�of�concrete�challenges: �a�shortage�of�dictionaries

and�grammars�for�later�texts, �corpora�that�are�not�available�online, �the�absence�of�an

agreed�standard�for�transcription, �and�the�gap�between��correct” �transcription�methods

and�what�is�practical�for�digital�work. �Questions�were�also�raised�regarding�motivation

to�study�the�field�in�its�current�state, �as�well�as�the�need�to�situate��udeo��rabic�within

the�broader�context�of��ewish�languages. �By�the�end�of�the�day, �no�formal�decisions

had�been�reached;�however, �a�broader�picture�had�emerged�of�what�already�exists�and

what�remains�lacking. �We�concluded�with�the�understanding�that, �although�many

initiatives�and�tools�are�already�in�place, �they�are�fragmented�and�insufficiently

interconnected. �Progress�will�require�both�systematic�mapping�and�clear�decisions

regarding�direction, �target�audience, �and�the�type�of�product�to�be�developed. 
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